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A Year Later,
‘Newtown’

Still Echoes

But Few New Laws Seen

By Evie Blad

Around the country, “Newtown” has
become shorthand in policy discus-
sions for the horrific act everyone is
trying to prevent.

But in Newtown, Conn., the site of
the Dec. 14, 2012, school massacre,
leaders refer to the events of that day
simply as “12/14.”

A year after the shooting, the flurry
of passionate calls for “national con-
versations” and changes to state and
federal laws related to guns, school
security, and mental health that were
spurred by the tragedy has yet to
produce a sea change in policy. While
an undetermined number of districts
across the country responded to the
violence at Sandy Hook Elementary
School by beefing up safety measures
or adding armed security staff, only a
fraction of the state and federal legis-
lative changes proposed in the imme-
diate aftermath of the killings have
become law.

“People asked How can we really pro-
tect our students? How can we ensure
that something like this won’t happen?”
said Pamela L. Goins, the director of
education policy for the Lexington, Ky.-
based Council of State Governments.
“The message that we've heard is that
we need to be as prepared as possible.”

A year after the deadliest K-12
school shooting in American history,
Newtown is still trying to regain a
sense of routine. District leaders, fear-
ing a rush of media attention leading
up to the anniversary, rejected all re-
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Schools such as Naalehu Elementary aim to use federal grant aid to counter rural isolation and poverty.

Hawaii’s Early Stumbles on Race to Top
Give Way to Pace-Setting Outcomes

quests for interviews about the attack,
in which 20-year-old Adam Lanza shot
his way into Sandy Hook and killed 26

people, including 20 children.
Meanwhile, deaths from school vio-
lence remain statistically rare. Between
the 1992-93 and 2010-11 school years,
violent deaths that occurred while the
victim was at school, on the way to
school, or at a school-related activity
peaked at 63 in the 2006-2007 school
year, and nine of those were classified
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By Michele McNeil

Naalehu, Hawaii

Sixty-five miles from the nearest town of Hilo,
over the volcano and past groves of coffee and
macadamia-nut trees, is Naalehu Elementary
School. Here, students travel as far as eight miles
along privately owned roads to reach the closest
school bus stop on the main highway, contributing
to chronically high absenteeism.

Children from the Marshall Islands, a U.S. ter-
ritory where the American military tested nuclear
weapons during the Cold War, come to escape pov-

erty and contamination, and often arrive at school
with health problems and little English.
Naalehu Elementary is a training ground for
new teachers, who typically do two years of duty,
get tenure, and then leave for schools in larger
towns on the Big Island of Hawaii, or on Oahu.
The 459-pupil school and the others in what’s
known as the Kau-Keaau-Pahoa complex area are
among the primary beneficiaries of a $75 million
Race to the Top grant, part of an intensive state
and federal effort to transform Hawaii’s school sys-
tem from one of the nation’s worst, by some met-
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Does ‘Blue Light’ Impair Students’ Sleep?

By Sarah D. Sparks
San Diego

Schools may soon face an unintended conse-
quence of more flexible technology and more en-
ergy-efficient buildings: sleepier students.

That’s because evidence is mounting that use
of artificial light from energy-efficient lamps and
computer and mobile-electronics screens later and
later in the day can lead to significant sleep prob-
lems for adults and, particularly, children.

While lights and electronic devices that mimic
daylight can improve students’ attention and
alertness if used during normal daytime hours,
Dr. Charles A. Czeisler, a professor of sleep medi-
cine at Harvard Medical School, has found expo-
sure in the late afternoon and evening can disrupt
sleep cycles as much as six to eight hours—the
same amount of “jet lag” caused by a flight from
New York City to Honolulu.

“Technology has disconnected us from the nat-
ural 24-hour day,” Dr. Czeisler said in a keynote

lecture at the Society for Neuroscience meeting
held here last month.

That could lead to headaches for school districts
across the country that are rolling out take-home
electronic devices in an effort to boost student
achievement.

Two connected systems determine how people
of all ages sleep. The first is pretty straightfor-
ward: The longer it’s been since you've slept, the
sleepier you get. The second system, called the cir-
cadian cycle, is more complex and can easily come
into conflict with a person’s basic sleep drive.

Human brains regulate circadian sleep
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Global Test
Shows U.S.

Stagnating

Results Spur Policy Debate

By Liana Heitin
Washington

The news that U.S. achievement was
stagnant on a global exam as other na-
tions plowed ahead triggered agenda-
driven pronouncements from all sides
last week, but some experts caution
against making policy prescriptions
based on 15-year-olds’ results on the as-
sessment.

In all subjects tested—reading,
mathematics, and science—more
countries scored above the United
States than did so in 2009 on the
Program for International Student
Assessment, or PISA. In the most strik-
ing example, 10 additional nations,
including Germany and Poland, sur-
passed the U.S. average in reading
compared with three years ago.

“We're running in place as other high-
performing countries start to lap us,” U.S.
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan
said at a daylong live-webcast event here
Dec. 3. There’s “so much to learn from
countries that have outperformed us.”

Mr. Duncan emphasized the need for
improved early-childhood education and
“elevating and strengthening the teach-
ing profession” in the United States.

But Mark Schneider, a vice president
at the American Institutes for Research,
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INDUSTRY & INNOVATION

Ed. Companies
Finding Success
In Chinese Market

By Sean Cavanagh

Education companies from the
United States and other countries are
moving aggressively to secure a piece
of the market in China, where a surg-
ing private-sector economy and growing
middle class are fueling a demand for
services, particularly for Western-style
products and school strategies.

Many of the best-known opportuni-
ties for education businesses working
in China have come in English-lan-
guage acquisition and college prepara-
tion and recruitment. But companies
are also establishing a foothold in such
diverse areas as early-childhood educa-
tion, curriculum, and management of
schools’ Web content and online profes-
sional communities.

The players include not only smaller
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Shanghai Tops Rankings,
But Is Comparison Fair?

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

said that, too often, stakeholders use
PISA “to confirm existing policy pref-
erences.”

“People have their favorite policy
prescriptions and plug PIsA data into
it,” said Mr. Schneider, a former com-
missioner of the National Center for
Education Statistics. “It’s not clear to
me what the logical foundation is for
observing a sample of 15-year-olds
and talking about preschool.”

In math, 29 nations and jurisdic-
tions outperformed the United States
by a statistically significant margin,
up from 23 three years ago, the re-
sults show. The nations that eclipsed
the U.S. average include not only tra-
ditional high fliers like South Korea
and Singapore, but also Austria, the
United Kingdom, and Vietnam.

In science, 22 education systems
scored above the U.S. average, up
from 18 in 2009.

Secretary Duncan and Angel
Gurria, the secretary general for the
Organization for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development, officially an-
nounced the U.S. scores at the roll-
out event, which was cosponsored
by a host of organizations, including
the College Board, the Council of
Chief State School Officers, and the
Alliance for Excellent Education, a
Washington-based advocacy group.
In an opening speech, Gurria noted

that 40 of the 65 education systems
participating in PISA improved in at
least one subject since 2003.

“Brazil progressed from low levels,
Germany and Poland moved from
adequate to good, and Shanghai and
Singapore from good to great,” he
said. U.S. performance, on the other
hand, has been “fundamentally flat.”

Knowledge and Application

The global assessment compares
reading, math, and science “lit-
eracy”—or knowledge and applica-
tion of skills—among 15-year-olds
internationally. For the first time,
the report also includes separately
reported results for public school
students in three American states:
Connecticut, Florida, and Massa-
chusetts. The states each paid about
$600,000 to be tested and ranked
separately from the United States.

Massachusetts, long a top-per-
forming state, made an especially
strong showing on the global stage:
It scored better than the average in
all subjects for the 34 industrialized
nations that comprise the OECD.

Mitchell D. Chester, the education
commissioner for Massachusetts,
said the new PISA data “helped re-
inforce that our students are per-
forming among some of the better-
performing nations in the world,
and it also made clear to me that we

shouldn’t be complacent.”

Among the participating educa-
tion systems, the highest performer
in all three subjects was Shanghai,
though the methodology around
treating the Chinese city as a stand-
alone system has raised eyebrows.

Overall, U.S. performance in read-
ing and science was on par, as it was
three years ago, with the OECD aver-
age. And once again, U.S. scores were
below the OECD average in math.

“It’s a policy question whether one
should be OK with average,” said
Jack Buckley, the commissioner of
the NCES, which issued the U.S. report
on PISA. “I'd be more willing to toler-
ate our position if I saw that we were
improving.”

The United States continued to
have its strongest showing in read-
ing, though there was no measur-
able change from its 2009 scores.
On the P1sA scale of 1 to 1,000, the
nation scored 498 in reading, statis-
tically similar to the OECD average of
496 and well below Shanghai’s 570.

Massachusetts scored 527 in read-
ing, outperforming all but three ed-
ucation systems. Connecticut came
in just behind its neighbor state.
Florida’s score was not statistically
different from the U.S. average.

While Americans’ reading scores
stood still, 10 education systems have
surpassed the United States in the
subject since 2009, including Ireland,
Chinese Taipei (Taiwan), Poland, Es-
tonia, the Netherlands, and Germany.

The 2012 reading results seem
“particularly dramatic,” Mr. Buckley
said, because several countries that
were tied with the United States in

2009 made just enough improve-
ment to statistically edge ahead.

In math, the United States scored
481, measurably lower than the OECD
average. Poland, Vietnam, Austria,
Ireland, the United Kingdom, Lat-
via, and Luxembourg all overtook
the United States by statistically
significant margins in the 2012 math
standings.

TIMSS Tells Different Story

In Massachusetts, about 1 in 5 stu-
dents were rated “top performers” in
math, scoring at levels 5 and 6 (on a
scale with six levels of performance).
The same proportion scored below
level 2, or the “baseline proficiency”
level. By comparison, more than half
of Shanghai 15-year-olds scored at
the top two levels in math and just
4 percent scored at the bottom level.

“One of the things that concerns me
is the gap between our top and bot-
tom performers,” said Mr. Chester of
Massachusetts. “While our aggregate
results are very strong, there’s much
room for improvement in bringing up
our scores in the bottom.”

For the United States overall, only
9 percent of students fell into the
top-performer category for math. Mr.
Schneider of the AIR said this is what
“disturbs” him most about the re-
sults. “We don’t have enough people
in the highest level of performance.”

In science, the U.S. average was
statistically similar to the OECD av-
erage and not measurably different
from the 2009 results. Massachu-
setts and Connecticut both scored
higher than the United States as a

whole, while Florida scored lower.

It’s notable that the math and sci-
ence results differ from those on last
year’s Trends in Mathematics and
Science Study, or TIMSS, another in-
ternational exam. On that measure,
U.S. 4th and 8th graders performed
better than the global average of
participating nations in both sub-
jects and 4th graders showed im-
provement in math.

However, experts say several fac-
tors complicate comparisons be-
tween results from the two exams,
including the types of skills being
assessed, the nations participating,
and the ages of students tested.

Some of the most-anticipated
results on PISA among policymak-
ers are those from Finland, which
became a darling of the education
policy world after posting strong
results on that assessment in 2003.
Subsequent results on TIMSS have
called Finland’s reputation into
question. In math, for example, the
performance of Finland’s 8th grad-
ers on TIMSS was not measurably
different from that of their coun-
terparts in the United States, and
trailed several U.S. states that had
individually reported results.

On the 2012 p1sa, Finland scored
above the U.S. and OECD averages in
all three subjects, but its raw scores
were all down from 2009, with
the biggest drop in math. Finland
ranked sixth among OECD coun-
tries in math for 2012. Three years
earlier, it was among the top three
math performers.

In discussing the outcomes for
Shanghai, the top performer on PISA,
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several experts offered the caveat
that its results are not representative
of China as a whole.

“Shanghai has an economically
and culturally elite population with
systems in place to make sure that
students who may perform poorly
are not allowed into public schools,”
wrote Tom Loveless, a senior fellow
at the Brookings Institution’s Brown
Center for Education Policy, in a re-
cent blog post.

“Comparing U.S. performance to
that of Shanghai isn’t apples and
oranges; it’s applesauce and Agent
Orange,” Frederick M. Hess, the di-
rector of education policy studies at
the American Enterprise Institute,
wrote last week on an opinion blog
published by Education Week.

Twelve provinces in China took
the 2012 PIsA, the OECD confirmed,
but only results from Shanghai,
Hong Kong, and Macao were pub-
licly released.

Mr. Loveless was especially criti-
cal of that action, and suggested
in an interview that the oECD “cut
a special deal” with the Chinese
government, allowing for “cherry-
picked” results. In 2011, a Chinese
website leaked the average PISA
scores from 2009 for all 12 partici-
pating provinces. According to those
results, China scored measurably
above the United States in math
and science, but significantly below
the U.S. average in reading.

Mr. Buckley of the NCES said that
juxtaposing results in Shanghai and
Massachusetts—a top-performing
U.S. state by most measures—is “a
better comparison than Shanghai to
the US” In all three subjects tested,
Massachusetts’ scores fell far be-
hind those of the Chinese city.

“The Shanghai results suggest
that even better things are possible
for Massachusetts,” said Mr. Chester,
the state’s education commissioner.

The OECD report also delves into
the relationship between soeioeco-
nomic factors and student perfor-
mance. In the United States, the
report finds, the strength of the
correlation is comparable with the
average for OECD nations. However,
socioeconomic status is less closely
correlated to performance in other
countries, including Hong Kong,
Korea, Estonia, and Japan. At the
Washington PISA event, Secretary
Duncan said that “achievement
gaps are painfully evident” in the
U.S. results but that “our diversity
fails to explain why the U.S. lags be-
hind our peers.”

Making Causal Inferences

In a 550-page addendum report,
“What Makes Schools Success-
ful?” released with the PISA results,
the OECD provides analyses of the
trends seen in PISA and guidance
for policymakers. At the live event
last week, Gurri4 encouraged the
United States to “find ways to al-
locate the most talented teachers
and school leaders to the most chal-
lenging schools and classrooms.” He
also praised the Race to the Top ini-
tiative, a signature program of the
Obama administration, and said
that “the strict implementation of
the Common Core State Standards
for mathematics would undoubtedly
improve PISA results.”

During an hourlong presentation

U.S. ACHIEVEMENTON A GLOBAL SCALE Twenty-nine nations and education systems outperformed U.S. 15-year-olds in

math, new test data show, while 19 had measurably higher scores in reading.
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the same day, Andreas Schleicher,
the OECD’s deputy director for educa-
tion and skills, said that the highest-
performing countries “place a great
value on education,” have “univer-
sal education standards,” and use “a
high degree of personalization as an
approach to address diversity.”
Meanwhile, Randi Weingarten,
the president of the American Fed-
eration of Teachers, said in a state-

ment last week that the PisA results
provide evidence that “a decade of
top-down, test-based schooling cre-
ated by No Child Left Behind and
Race to the Top—focused on hyper-
testing students, sanctioning teach-
ers, and closing schools—has failed
to improve the quality of American
public education.”

She said top-tier countries do
not have “a fixation on testing like

Qatar RN 333 SOURCE: National Center
Peru RS 334 for Education Statistics
the United States does.” that supports causal inference.”

However, some education experts
say policymakers and the public
should be wary of drawing policy con-
clusions based on PISA scores.

“These kinds of studies are really
good at describing where we stand
and maybe looking at trends,”
said Mr. Buckley from the NCES.
“They’re not good at all at telling
us why. The study design is not one

“There’s a tendency to go beyond
the data,” said Mr. Schneider. “For
me this is a serious problem.”
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